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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Numerous thinkers have confronted themselves with the concept of “otherness” (Hall 1997, Currie 
2004). Difference, being different, being the opposite of something else has been eagerly discussed 
in terms of gender, race and culture. This project aims at exploring the notion of “otherness” and 
how we perceive the other(s), those who are “different” from us as displayed in our primary source, 
a work of fiction. We are also going to work with the notion of normality: what is thought of as 
being normal, and just as important, what is thought of as being abnormal. In poststructuralism, 
binary oppositions are seen as composed by a pair of opposed characters of which one seems to 
dominate the other, but which ultimately are interdependent. Considering this, we will discuss how 
abnormality is constituting the normal or even defining it.  
We will take our point of departure in David Lynch’s movie The Elephant Man1. 
The movie is loosely based on the real story of Joseph Merrick (1862-1890), who was known as 
The Elephant Man2 due to the fact that he was thought to suffer from elephantiasis, a disease 
characterized by the thickening of the skin and underlying tissues. We have thus decided to use The 
Elephant Man as our primary source, and to consider how and why the character of “The Elephant 
Man”3 was perceived as being abnormal and different.  
As portrayed in the movie, “The Elephant Man” was not automatically a member of the group 
called human beings. Yet he was more than a stranger; he was even considered inhuman. But what 
is being abnormal and who establishes what abnormal is? Who reacts to it and what is the general 
reaction? We have chosen the case of “The Elephant Man” because he stands as an example of an 
abnormal being. Is he a monster? Is he different from us? We don't know, but we do know that 
because of his physical features he is labelled “The Elephant Man”, suggesting that there is 
something in him that makes him less human than the rest of us.  
One possible trail is trying to understand what lies in the concept of being abnormal in order to have 
an idea of what being normal means. The notion of “us” suggests that there must be a majority to 
differ from; a range of normality that constitutes the abnormal, a community that one has to be able 
to enter to qualify as being normal. We find it problematic that normality seems to overrule, distort, 
                                                 
1 When writing The Elephant Man in italics we refer to the movie The Elephant Man, directed by David Lynch. 
2 The Elephant Man used without inverted commas refers to the actual and historical person Joseph Merrick. 
3 When writing “The Elephant Man” the inverted commas signify that we refer to the the character in the movie 
directed by David Lynch.. 
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and oppress everything that cannot meet certain demands. We would like to suggest that under the 
common-sense approach to normality and abnormality there might be a site of denial and 
repression. A common-sense notion of normality could be suspected of limiting freedom and even 
result in the oppression of minorities - sometimes labelled “abnormal”. We wish to consider this 
need to define ourselves through what we are not, since we suspect that it could indicate that our 
"identity" is based on artificial and constituted binary opposition. This separation process seems to 
contain a dark side; namely the oppression of the ones from whom we separate ourselves. “The 
Elephant Man” is one of those perceived as abnormal. This is mainly due to his physical features 
and “deformities”. Why should a physical difference come to mark a psychological one? Why does 
his physical deformity suggest that he is less human than the rest of us? In The Elephant Man the 
audience or the spectators come to represent normality or the unit of ‘us’. They stand in opposition 
to John Merrick, and it is their perception of abnormality we are going to investigate. “The Elephant 
Man”’s abnormal appearance helps the spectators in constituting that they, without such hideous 
deformities, are normal and different from him. But are they different in more than looks? As it 
shows in the movie, the answer is that Merrick is highly capable of performing what is thought of as 
civilized behaviour, but what still rests behind is the immediate need of the spectators to distance 
themselves from him. The fact that they are able to separate themselves from him forms the idea of 
“the other”, “the different one”, “the abnormal”. The characteristics of his physical appearance are 
not regarded as simple features but as deformities, as abnormal, even monstrous. Why do the 
spectators react so strongly towards something they find not to resemble themselves? Why do they, 
the unit of normality, need to point out that he is being different while they get to be normal? Why 
does the representation of normality feel an urge to define itself through what it is not?  
 
2. METHODOLOGY 
 
We have chosen “The Elephant Man” because he stands as an example of an abnormal being. We 
could say that by choosing to work on abnormality we want to work on the concept of “otherness”, 
and how we relate to it according to the movie. To explore this area, we will try to get a 
psychoanalitical perspective on how we create “others” and on the feelings that otherness awakens 
in us and that are hidden behind the process of othering. As a means of discussing these feelings, we 
will then discuss the practice of showcasing otherness as presented to us by our case story. In the 
analysis, we will take our point of departure with a focus on two possible processes of othering: a 
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derogative transformation of the “other” into a monster, and a more benign, but just as distancing, 
sublimation of the “other”’s positive qualities. We will consider the possibility that both processes 
aim at maintaining the “other” separated from us, less threatening to our fragile identity and 
membership of social groups.  
 
Our thesis as we set out is that the process of othering in the movie could be explained by the 
simple idea that we don't know what we are. By pointing out what we are not, we feel that we are 
getting closer to understand what we are by simple means of elimination. It seems that there is an 
infinity of things we could be as human beings. To find out what we are, we have to start 
somewhere. And it is definitely easiest to eliminate what we are not.  
However, as portrayed in the movie, this elimination process is hugely problematic, since it leaves 
behind everyone, in this case Merrick, who does not qualify for either one thing or the other.4  
Those we find not to fit into our group are left as objects of either exclusion, repulsion, repression, 
oppression; or in our case, of a kind of fetishism which nonetheless seems to limit the object of 
obsession. “Abnormal” beings come in very handy to everybody belonging to a “normal” group 
because just by looking at them, they help us define what we are not; and thus what we are. “The 
Elephant Man” catches the attention of a huge audience, from primitive spectators at a freak show 
to cultivated noblemen drinking tea, maybe sharing the need to explore and investigate the 
boundaries of humanity. A community exists only because it is able to separate itself from 
something which it is not, just as well as it only makes sense to talk about the individual if there is 
something which makes it individual. We find that this problem is represented in our primary 
source; the cultural product The Elephant Man. In this case “The Elephant Man” serves a purpose 
of identity development to his spectators. This project thus covers the dimensions of Text and Sign 
and Subjectivity and Learning.  
 
In this project we are very interested in exploring how the process of othering works. We have 
chosen a fictional frame to explore this area, and it has been necessary to take certain precautions 
not to confuse reality and fiction. At times it has been tempting to try to say something about 
humanity as a whole and how reality interacts with the process of othering, but we found ourselves 
                                                 
4 One of the most popular type of TV shows are so called reality TV, in which the participants are eliminated to narrow 
down the finalists. A large number of viewers are caught by this process and loyally follow the development of the 
shows. When watching such programs it is interesting to see how the participants very often are emotionally touched by 
the fact that they have been excluded or 'sent home'. This supports the idea that the elimination process is truly effective 
but also entails a feeling of expulsion and frustration within the excluded ones.  
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more qualified to relate to the question within a fictional frame. Even though the project takes its 
point of departure in a fictional foundation, we find that the movie relates to an authentic problem 
despite the fact that melodrama is the field in which it displays itself. However, our aim is not to say 
something about reality, but to say something about a fictional world reflecting reality. Whether a 
fictional case story is able to reflect reality as it lies before us is very much up to the reader to 
decide.  
 
3. A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO “THE ELEPHANT MAN” 
3.1 FACT 
 
Born in 1862 in Leicester, Joseph Carey Merrick suffered of what at the time was identified as 
elephantiasis. Others, among which Ashley Montagu, have found that other diseases are more 
accurately matching the description of his illness. His condition was explained to him as being an 
effect of his mother being trampled by an elephant, escaped from a travelling circus when she was 
pregnant. As we gather from both our historical sources, The Elephant Man: a Study in Human 
Dignity by the anthropologist, humanist and UNESCO rapporteur Ashley Montagu, and The True 
History of the Elephant Man, by Doctor of Medicine Michael Howell and writer Peter Ford, the 
accident did indeed happen, but modern medicine tells us this is not relevant from a diagnostic point 
of view. 
Merrick was spotted by Doctor Frederick Treves at a freakshow in London. He was subsequently 
hosted at the London Hospital in the neighbourhood of Whitechapel, presented to the Pathological 
Society of London, of which Treves was a member, and made a curiosity among the well-groomed 
English society, to the point of gaining the interest of Queen Victoria and her daughter Alexandra; 
the latter actually visited him. 
At no point was there hope of finding a cure for his medical condition, which was worsening with 
time. Merrick died in his sleep in 1890. In his account, titled The Elephant Man and Other 
Reminiscences, Treves writes: 
So large and so heavy was his head that he could not sleep lying down […] He often 
said to me that he wished he could lie down to sleep ‘like other people’. I think on this 
last night he must, with some determination, have made the experiment. 
(Frederick Treves in Montagu, 1979; 37) 
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These facts of the Elephant Man’s dramatic story are all reprised in David Lynch’s movie 
interpretation. 
 
3.2 FICTION 
 
The story of Joseph Merrick compels the movie director to direct a fictionalization of the story: in 
Lynch on Lynch, writer and director Chris Rodley reports him talking about Merrick as a “strange, 
wonderful, innocent guy” (Chris Rodley, 1997; 103). Shot in black and white and with all the 
detailedness of a period piece, The Elephant Man is a Gothic Victorian melodrama concerned with 
Merrick’s story from the moment he meets Treves to his death. As a melodrama, it consciously 
pulls sentimental strings by consistently contrasting Merrick’s outer monstrosity with what lies 
inside the mind and hearts of the men and women around him, which in some cases is no less 
repugnant. Movie lecturer John Alexander synthetizes Lynch’s attitude in his The Films of David 
Lynch thus: 
David Lynch is the romantic seeking the sublime in the imperfect – realising the 
grandeur and nobility of the human spirit concealed in the superficial distortion of 
corrupted flesh. 
 (John Alexander, 1993; 71) 
Another point of interest in our choice was that, quoting Chris Rodney again: 
If it is hard to define not only the experience of watching a Lynch film but also to 
pinpoint the very nature of what one has seen, it is because the uncanny – in all its 
nonspecificity – lies at the very core of Lynch’s work. 
(Chris Rodley, 1997; ix) 
With “The Elephant Man”, Lynch created a complex narrative that strikes the unconscious area of 
the mind, and does so by drawing on the uncanny, the repulsive, the mysterious, in one word the 
‘other’. 
 
4. SYNOPSIS 
 
The movie opens with a dream-like sequence: elephant feet and the screams of a woman (Merrick’s 
mother, as we will understand from the movie). The story proper starts around 1884, as Doctor 
Frederick Treves discovers an unusually deformed man, presented as an attraction in a freakshow. 
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Treves pays the self-appointed owner of “The Elephant Man” so that he can present him to the 
members of his medical society. “The Elephant Man” is given a detailed scientific examination 
which includes a particularly unceremonious unveiling and discussion of his genitals. 
“The Elephant Man” is returned to his owner, but, subject as he is to his frequent beatings, he falls 
ill and is hospitalized in secret where Treves works. 
Treves discovers that “The Elephant Man” can talk; from now on, he’s referred to as John Merrick. 
Treves attempts to have Merrick memorize a speech to recite in front of the director of the hospital, 
who wants Merrick removed. Merrick starts reciting a passage from the Bible that no one has taught 
him. He is given permission to stay. 
Merrick’s stay in the hospital is mentioned in the papers, and soon curiosity leads a famous actress 
to visit him. The London nobility follows and Queen Victoria herself takes an interest in Merrick 
and starts protecting him. 
However, Merrick is not safe: the night porter starts leading paid tours to Merrick’s room during the 
night. A woman’s mouth is forced on Merrick, he is spun around the room and forced to drink 
liquor, and in the end faced with a mirror to his terrified screams. One of the paying participants is 
his former owner, who forces Merrick back on the road with him and brings him to France. 
The dwarves and other “freaks” of this show free Merrick from his abusive owner. After being 
freed Merrick finds his way back to England and collapses in a train station, chased by a mob 
attracted by his deformity. 
Treves brings Merrick back to the hospital, which is now his home, and an actress who earlier 
showed her interest in him arranges the most beautiful night of his life: an attendance to the theatre 
where she works. After this experience, Merrick deliberatedly goes to sleep while lying down, 
though he knows this will suffocate him because of his condition. He dies in his sleep. 
Another dream sequence closes the movie as the face of Merrick’s mother floats over a space filled 
with light. 
 
5. ANALYSIS 
5.1 THE PROCESS OF OTHERING 
 
Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle are lecturers on literature and literary theory at universities in 
Britain, Europe and the United States. Andrew Bennett is Professor of English at the University of 
Bristol and Nicholas Royle is Professor English at the University of Sussex. Their book An 
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Introduction to Literary Criticism and Theory presents the key critical concepts in literary studies 
today. In their chapter on racial difference they state: 
If you say that one thing is the opposite of another, you are at the same time asserting their 
mutual dependence, in that it is pointless to contrast two things from different categories 
(Bennet and Royle, 1999; 209) 
In the movie Joseph Merrick (or John Merrick as he is called in David Lynch's edition: the naming 
comes from a much-debated mistake in Treves’ diary) is not presented by name, but by a nickname, 
“The Elephant Man”. This is the change of his career as a 'show pet' affected by the doctor. From 
being “The Elephant Man” he turns into John Merrick, both characters holding the ability to 
frighten and horrify people by his mere look. Something he does not share with - let's say - an 
elephant. Why is this so? Let us take Bennet and Royle's statement into consideration. John Merrick 
is considered abnormal, thus the opposite of normal, but this must implicate that he holds features 
that qualify him for comparison. He belongs to the same category as the spectators. In his 
appearance people recognize their own humanity, but apparently a distorted humanity. But what is a 
distorted humanity? What is human? As the movie goes along, John Merrick is quietly humanized. 
He is dressed up, he is called by name (not nickname), he is given conditions allowing him to show 
creativity, he reads poetry, he goes to the theatre, and he is drinking tea like a true Englishman, we 
might say. Indeed, the monster more and more resembles a well taught pet.  
 
The recognition of Merrick as a human being, the terrible necessity to identify with this deformed 
edition of a human, makes us turn him into a monster; something we do to make the identification 
less obvious. It leads us to conclude that he is not human. He cannot be human, and if he is human, 
than he must be dumb, as the doctor assures his colleague. The doctor in this way removes Merrick 
from the field of humanity all over again. The doctor bases his notion of humanity on the presence 
of intellect, while according to the public it has to do with physical features (see definition of 
abnormality at the bottom of the paragraph). 
By saying this, the doctor distances Merrick from him just as the public does; there is only a small 
difference of procedure.  
Merrick starts talking and reciting the Bible and suddenly he belongs to our race again. The need to 
keep a distance is diminished. Maybe, locked up behind the face of a monster, rests a human being. 
But what still remains, is the immediate need to establish a distance; to turn Merrick into a freak. 
Either by looks or by wits, he is not like us. He is ‘another'. He is different. 
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We decided on consulting a dictionary, the Merriam-Webster, because we thought it could be 
interesting to see how normality is defined.  
Normal, adj.1. conforming to the standard or the common type; usual; not abnormal; 
regular; natural. 2. serving to fix a standard. 3. Psychol. a.  approximately average in 
any psychological trait, as intelligence, personality, or emotional adjustment. b.  free 
from any mental disorder; sane. […] 6. Biol., Med. a. free from any infection or other 
form of disease and malformation, or from experimental therapy or manipulation. b. 
of natural occurrence. 
It is interesting to note how normality is also given a physical and mental connotation, bringing us 
back to the case of “The Elephant Man”. By looking up related words, we find: 
Abnormity n. pl. –ties. 1. an abnormal condition, quality, etc.; abnormality; 
irregularity. 2. something abnormal; a malformation or monstrosity. 
We can therefore see how visible factors that differentiate an individual make him or her a possible 
target of othering. 
 
5.2 OTHERING THROUGH DEGRADATION 
 
The Elephant Man is one of the few movies in David Lynch’s catalogue that respects the three units 
of time, space and action traditionally ascribed to Aristotle. In the same way, we could say that the 
narration is divided in three acts, as it is customary in many Western dramas. We will start our 
analysis by choosing to concentrate on these three acts not regarding the development of the story, 
but the development of fetishist modes that are presented in the story. 
 
5.3 FETISHISM AND REFINEMENT 
 
By seeing the movie we come into contact with different ways of showcasing the human being, in 
this case John Merrick, chosen because of his condition. We can try to isolate those approaches, 
resulting in: 
1. showcasing at freakshows. 
2. showcasing at the medical society. 
3. showcasing among the English nobility. 
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1. At the beginning of the movie, we are presented with the odd world of freak shows, where a 
prevalently lower class audience pays for seeing something shocking. John Merrick executes 
some simple commands like “Sit!” and “Turn around!”, during a show that is little more 
than a showcasing of his own deformity as seen by different visual angles. 
2. Later on, Treves exposes Merrick in front of the medical society, a group of educated men 
who examine Merrick for the sake of science (or such is the apparent motivation). The 
showcasing is given an educational pattern, with Treves as the lecturer indicating areas of 
high scientific interest, that is the most deformed, on Merrick’s body. 
3. In the final part of the movie, Merrick is introduced to members of the English gentility, 
who visit him with the purpose of enjoying his society and, on a more hidden level, to do a 
good deed (or, again, so are the apparent motivations). Merrick and his guests now converse 
over tea.  
There are a number of observations that can be made on these three phases. We could distinguish 
between three steps of refinement that differentiate the three cultural classes we are dealing with: 
the uneducated people, the academically educated doctors and the nobility, educated in the fine arts 
and in social behaviour. We could say that together with the recognization of Merrick’s intellect 
comes an increasing acceptance on society’s side, and that his rise to dignity corresponds with being 
associated to a certain cultural class. We can note how the quality of the stare changes, starting with 
the excited look of the paying spectator, then going through the detached scientific observation of 
academics and then the carefully dissimulated interest of the gentleman and woman, their cultural 
roles making it less and less acceptable to show attraction to the monstrous. We could also define 
that as we climb the social ladder, a higher degree of disavowal is required in order to be able to 
witness the monstrous without breaking the rules for fetishism that are socially stated. Doctor 
Treves, somehow acknowledging that he is showcasing Merrick just as his former ‘owner’ did, asks 
his wife: “Am I a good man or a bad man?” (Lynch, 1980), and amidst all the attention he is 
receiving from the London high society, the old nurse who attends to him notes how he is being 
treated like a freak show attraction again. 
 
5.4 REFINEMENT AND DISAVOWAL 
 
For the public of the streets of London, the physical features determine Merrick’s status; for the 
doctors, it is the capacity of the mind to work in a rational way and the ability of speech. The upper 
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class lady who takes an interest in Merrick has another criterion for assigning Merrick to the human 
category: if Merrick is sensitive, culturally receptive and well-groomed, then he can be a human 
being and be treated like one. For the lady, it is the soul that counts, the possibility that Merrick’s 
terrible appearance might hide, in gothic-romantic fashion (Phantom of the Opera-style), a gentle 
and refined heart. Therefore, the lady entices Merrick in a friendship that makes him dream of love, 
and in which the lady shows a degree of physical vicinity that would have been considered 
extremely inappropriate in any man-woman relationship of the Victorian era. But she is given leave 
to read Romeo and Juliet with Merrick in a most passionate way and even to hug and kiss him, 
because he’s not a man like any other: this vicinity actually shows that Merrick is not subject to the 
same rules as others that live in his society and that he can be treated with pity, condescended to and 
that liberties can be taken with him. 
This ‘charity’ that Merrick continuously receives puts him in a position of subordination that he 
gratefully accepts, because it makes his life standard much better. By being a thankful pet, John 
Merrick achieves the closest standard to humanity that he has ever been granted. 
The apparent motivation of the lady’s actions is ‘charity’ and the will to introduce betterment in 
John Merrick’s life through art, but what is the real one? The moment when the lady discovers the 
existence of Merrick might be the key to this: she reads the newspaper and is fascinated by the 
description of a man of horrible appearance, but whose mind is clear and genteel. Her reaction is: “I 
should like to meet this gentleman” (Lynch, 1980). She wants to indulge in her fascination for the 
monstrous, but she can not do it in a straightforward way, because that would generate a breach of 
etiquette (the upper class does not entertain itself by going to freakshows). Therefore she has to 
pretend with everybody, and with herself, that ‘charity’ is the motivation of her actions. In fact, the 
lady acts in too vain a manner to be considered entirely charitable, and she is seeking admiration, 
and maybe devotion, from Merrick. We can therefore say that charity is the official belief, and 
fetishism the secret one. We can say that we know why the lady takes interest in John Merrick in 
the first place: to satisfy the urge of fetishism, through the strategy of disavowal. Stuart Hall, a 
cultural theorist and sociologist who has given extensive contributions to the discussion of 
otherness, quotes another cultural theorist, Homi Bhabha: 
Disavowal is the strategy by means of which a powerful fascination or desire is both 
indulged and at the same time denied. It is where what has been tabooed nevertheless 
manages to find a displaced form of representation. As Homi Bhabha observes, ‘It is a 
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non-repressive form of knowledge that allows for the possibility of simultaneously 
embracing two contradictory beliefs, one official and one secret’” 
(Homi Bhabha in Hall, 1997; 266) 
 
5.5 OTHERING THROUGH SUBLIMATION 
 
Most of the characters in the movie are staring down at Merrick, in one way or another, as 
demonstrated by the preceding chapter of the analysis. However, the fictionalization of his story 
contains some sites of sublimations, moments in which Merrick seems to actually surpass the world 
at large, thanks to his superior spiritual and moral virtues. Let us discuss this other extreme in the 
process of othering. 
 
5.6 RELIGION AND SUBLIMATION 
 
One of the possible approaches towards difference is illustrated by the religious connotations of the 
Merrick character in the movie. One scene in the movie is thus articulated: the head of the hospital 
is ready to throw Merrick out on the street in order to make room for curable patients after an 
unsatisfactory interview with Merrick, who has been taught to parrot some essential conversation by 
Treves. The responses that Merrick had learned by heart include a part a of text from the Bible, 
specifically Psalms, 23, the famous psalm “The lord is my shepherd”; but behold, once the doctors 
exit his room and he is out of their judging eyes, Merrick continues the quotation, reciting a part 
that he hasn’t been taught and that, we discover, he has read and learned by himself. This scene 
discloses Merrick as an intelligent being both to the two doctors and the audience, who still hasn’t 
heard him say a word that wasn’t a repetition of Treves’ own. Other than that, there are two major 
observations that can be made on the choice of the Bible, and of that particular passage, as for what 
John Merrick should recite during the interview. First of all, Treves teaches Merrick a passage from 
the Bible in order to appeal to the head of the hospital’s sense of charity. If Treves can remind the 
head of the hospital that Merrick is a human being as well, and as such is loved by the Christian 
God and deserves the care of those who have been more fortunate, then Merrick will be able to stay 
in the hospital (and ultimately, Treves will be able to study him and showcase him: not for the first 
time in the movie, charity is not a motivation in itself, but rather a mask hiding other, more 
compelling feelings). By continuing the psalm, Merrick not only shows a degree of intelligence and 
education: what he is affirming is that he also possesses a soul. In the light of this discovery, the 
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head of the hospital cannot deny Merrick a place to stay. This leads to the second observation. The 
passage reads: 
 
“The Lord is my shepherd,  
I shall not want;  
He makes me lie down in green pastures.  
He leads me beside still waters;  
He restores my soul.  
He leads me in paths of righteousness  
for His name's sake.  
 
Even though I walk through the valley  
of the shadow of death,  
I fear no evil;  
for You are with me;  
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.  
 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me  
all the days of my life;  
and I shall dwell in the house of the  
Lord forever.” 
 
By reciting this particular passage, Merrick casts himself as the ‘lamb’, with a connotation of 
innocence, but also of a victim status, which he has already attained by being mistreated by his 
former owner. This status will stay with him throughout the movie, ensured by means of his 
continuous thankfulness and humility. The charity of the cultivated classes raises his lifestyle to a 
level he never dreamt of; though his constant gratefulness and humility keeps him on an inferior 
level apart from those who automatically belong to the ‘normal’ society.  
Even though he is acknowledged as having an intellect and a soul, there still remains something to 
set him apart; to ensure that he’s not going to raise to the level of his ‘benefactors’. Merrick happily 
provides for this division with his self-proclaimed status of subordination, though in the end, one 
might argue, Merrick is struck by the fact that he can never be one of them, and that the social 
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acceptance is a lie: He will never be loved for what he is but rather in spite of what he is, and he 
will never participate as more than a curiosity, a collector's item.    
The religious aspects of the movie do not end here. The discourse on sanctity is protracted in the 
Romeo and Juliet excerpt read by Merrick and the lady in a duet. For more pointers, let us think 
about Merrick’s mother, her aura of beauty and how death separated her from the physical world, 
leaving her to rule the symbolical and the transcendent (the movie closes with what seems to be a 
metaphysical rejoining between Merrick and his mother). Let us think about the night watch and his 
attitude, and the people he gathers from bars and the like in order to show them Merrick’s physical 
deformity and make money out of it. These people are obviously depicted as ‘belonging to the 
world’ and being quite liberated in their habits, with particular references to drinking and 
promiscuity. Merrick is the sacrificial lamb of their alcohol-fuelled party, which revolves around his 
humiliation. Ultimately, let us think about the fact that Merrick takes his own life, doing what the 
crowd following him in the station has been tending towards, but not carrying out: removing 
himself from the world, so that order can be restored and peace, perhaps, attained. If this can be 
seen as a form of self-martyrdom, it is maybe not inappropriate to say that Merrick is then cast as a 
saintly figure, delineated in a light of goodness, sensitivity and helplessness, forever suffering for 
the sins of a society that is unable to accept him. 
 
5.7 SUBLIMATION AND DISAVOWAL 
 
In this reading of the movie, Merrick raises from a monster to a saint. But both deceptions seem 
insufficient to describe a complex human being, unable to escape the boundaries of those notions. 
This is one way to represent the other; by still keeping him or her separated from us. Consider how 
looking up to someone instead of down, romanticizing difference, or giving the other exceptional 
moral qualities still distances this other being from oneself in a positive, yet unmistakable, way. Let 
us think of the mythologization of the ‘good savage’ brought about by colonialism. This made black 
people both morally purer and more uncivilized in the collective imagination. Those who believe 
“The Elephant Man” to be a creature pure of heart and morally superior to themselves are relieved 
by the fact that they will never be like him, and stress this by means of their charity, which keeps 
him in a subordinated position. Once again, there is a tactic of disavowal being performed on him 
by those who get in contact with him; once again, he is not allowed to be a human being. Merrick 
never makes it, so to speak, to the real world; he never comes to be a true member of society.  He is 
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requested to be different, and he politely performs this act until he realizes that there is nothing left 
for him in a society where normality is the standard and the demand.  
 
6. THEORY 
 
Difference is ambivalent […] It is both necessary for the production of meaning, the 
formation of language and culture, for social identities and a subjective sense of the 
self as a sexed subject – and at the same time, it is threatening, a site of danger, of 
negative feelings, of splitting, hostility and aggression towards the ‘Other’” 
(238) 
When working with the term of otherness it is important to make certain distinctions. Every 
individual separates him/herself from other individuals, but another type of separation is formed on 
group basis. An example could be that most of us consider ourselves as belonging to a family, then 
a nation, and at last to the human race.  In the movie though, it seems that not only was Joseph 
Merrick perceived as another individual, he even came to represent a total otherness, thus 
questioning his humanity as a whole. “The Elephant Man” does not even qualify as belonging to the 
last link of community: the human race. He is such a total other that his humanity is questioned. 
In order to maintain an identity which is stable and whole, the society and culture that produces a 
certain meaning of ‘normality’ will thus, as Stuart Hall says, “stigmatize and expel” those who 
threaten its purity: 
Marking difference leads us, symbolically, […] to stigmatize and expel anything 
which is defined as impure, abnormal. However, paradoxically, it also makes 
difference powerful, strangely attractive precisely because it is forbidden, taboo, 
threatening to cultural order. 
(236) 
 
6.1 THE SHOWCASING OF THE OTHERNESS: NON-CAUCASIAN RACES 
 
What is declared to be different, hideous, ‘primitive’, deformed, is at the same time 
obsessively enjoyed and lingered over because it is strange, ‘different’, exotic […] 
fetishism licences an unregulated voyeurism. […] As Freud (1977/1927) argued, there 
is often a sexual element in ‘looking’, an eroticization of the gaze. 
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(267) 
Men and women that matched the criteria of being ‘different’ from the regular white, healthy 
specimen were often showcased and examined in the 1800s. That being a century of empirism and 
scientific awakening for the white ethnic group, the scientists were interested in all that wasn’t, in 
the opinion of the time, ‘normal’, be it black, deformed or other, so that it could be known and 
classified, and the fear of the unknown made to recede thanks to scientific explanations for 
differences. 
We find some proof of this in The Poetics and Politics of Exhibiting Other Cultures, an article by 
Henrietta Lidchi that is also part of the book Representation: Cultural Representation and 
Signifying Practices edited by Stuart Hall. Having worked, among other prestigious museal 
institutions, at the British Museum, Lidchi is concerned with the modes of representation that are  
used, or were used in the past, in showcasing other cultures in ethnographical exhibitions. She takes 
from Foucault’s connection between power and visibility, writing that “being made visible is an 
ambiguous pleasure, connected to the operation of power” (Henrietta Lidchi, 1997; 195). At the 
time when the Elephant Man’s story takes place, national and international exhibitions were 
appearing in England: new findings of technology and innovative products from the British colonies 
were displayed side by side in a first taste of the concept of globalization. “Among these other 
notable distractions”, she writes, “they provided another type of spectacle: the display of people 
[…] simply as spectacle – as objects of the gaze”. She quotes from a text on the Expositions 
Universelles by another exhibition curator, Paul Greenhalgh:  
At the St Louis Louisiana Purchase Exhibition of 1904, where people from the 
Philippines were accorded a significant place […] the various villages and their tribes 
were helpfully ordered in a fashion which ‘faithfully’ portrayed the evolution of 
human development, from the lowest to the highest level.  
 (Paul Greenhalgh in Lidchi, 1997;  215) 
Finally, we find the most compelling confirmation of this theory in the fact that Tom Norman, the 
man who showcased Merrick, often changed the object of his exhibition. In Howell and Ford, we 
discover that he promoted “a ‘Savage Zulu Show’” (Howell and Ford, 1980; 97). The Zulus were 
actually retired black seamen, and “such shows were, of course, common enough in the 
fairgrounds” (97) . 
We can therefore see how the display of human beings on a racial basis and the cataloguing and 
etnographic study of non-western people are mingled with the hidden pleasure of peeking at the 
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other, and with the reassurance of establishing white people as the most evolved on a Darwinist 
scale. 
In The Spectacle of the Other, Stuart Hall focuses on the case of ‘The Hottentot Venus’ or Saartje 
Baartman (note how the nicknames given to cases transform them into yet another curiosity and 
deprive them of their status of human beings). Brought to England in 1819 from South Africa, she 
was exhibited in London and Paris for five years by the doctor and the farmer who had ‘discovered’ 
her. “In her early ‘performances’”, Hall writes, “she was produced on a raised stage like a wild 
beast, came and went from her cage when ordered […] Saartje Baartman became the embodiment 
of ‘difference’. What’s more, her difference was ‘pathologized’: represented as a pathological form 
of ‘otherness’” (Stuart Hall, 1997; 265). She had some physical features that were unusual to the 
European ethnic group: she had large buttocks, which the audience could touch for money, and her 
vagina had particularly elongated labia. These were the characteristics that made her interesting 
enough to be showcased, and they were both related to the genital area. “Observe her reduction to 
Nature, the signifier of which was her body”, Hall points out, “her body was ‘read’, like a text, for 
the living evidence – the proof, the Truth – which it provided of her absolute ‘otherness’ and 
therefore of an irreversible difference between the ‘races’” (page number). After all, white people 
couldn’t normally be showcased: there took a limit case of ‘otherness’, like that of John Merrick, to 
dehumanize a white person enough for him or her to be showcased. But with black people, their 
‘otherness’ was immediately apparent and white people were eager to prove the difference between 
the two races, so they could feel safe with their white identity. “Primitive, not civilized, she was 
assimilated to the Natural order […] rather than the Human Culture. This naturalization of 
difference was signified, above all, by her sexuality. She was reduced to her body and her body in 
turn was reduced to her sexual organs” (page number). In addition to this, naturalists and 
ethnologists drew and made casts and models of different parts of her body. “This substitution of 
the part for the whole, of a thing – an object, an organ, a portion of the body – for a subject, is the 
effect of a very important representational practice – fetishism.” (page number) It can then be 
argued that, as Saartje Baartman became her genitals, John Merrick became his deformities, that in 
both cases a part has been substituted for a whole, rendering the person not a human being, but a 
fetishized object without a soul, which it is then acceptable to showcase. 
It seems that a sort of narcissism within the human race is at work here. The examination of Saartje 
Baartman's genitals makes one think of a child investigating her/his own genitals at a certain state in 
his/her development, around 4/5 years of age, in a search for clarification as to what or who they 
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are. In this way, the case of Saartje Baartman seems to reflect a sexual and general curiosity of her 
examiners, equal to the curiosity of a child examining itself. This act being hugely inappropriate in 
any case at the time is thus legalized in the name of science.  
The need or urge to examine is also the case with the Elephant Man/Joseph Merrick. The need to 
examine 'freaks' seems to reflect a search for an answer to the question of whom or what we are, 
absolutely equal to the process of the foundation of identity observed in early states of childhood. 
 
6.2 THE SHOWCASING OF OTHERNESS: FREAKS  
 
It is worth mentioning that the story told in The Elephant Man, being inspired from fact, takes place 
in the place and time where the real Joseph Merrick lived: in London, in the Victorian era (Victoria 
of England reigned from 1837 to 1901).  
Yet, The True History of the Elephant Man takes a historical angle on the life of the real Joseph 
Merrick, supported by research on Victorian texts and Treves’ own journal, reports an interesting 
quote from Memoirs of Bartholomew Fair, a book written in the late 1850s about the location where 
the Elephant Man was showcased. Henry Morley, the author, was a doctor and writer on English 
literature. He states that everyone “shared in the tastes […] for men who could not dance without 
legs, dwarfs, giants, ermaphrodites, or scaly boys” (Henry Morley in Howell and Ford, 1980; 19), 
and adds that “the taste still lingers among uncultivated people in the highest and lowest ranks of 
life, but in the reign of William and Mary, or Queen Anne, it was almost universal” (19). 
giving us a glimpse of a wide fetishistic tradition in the centuries immediately preceeding Victoria’s 
reign. 
Yet, under Queen Victoria prudeness was a quality, modesty a requirement, and sexuality repressed 
in every aspect of life because not compatible with the etiquette and concept of décor of the time. 
Among others, Alison Smith, as a museum curator also concerned with showcasing, wrote about the 
relationship between Victorian morality and the body in The Victorian Nude: Sexuality, Morality 
and Art, noting “the emphasis on personal and public morality disseminated by the Protestant 
tradition and inculcated by evangelicism […] The temper of religious fanaticism ‘is to turn away 
from all earthly loveliness, and to mortify the desire of the eyes’” (Alison Smith, 1996; 16). Charity 
and an interest in the poor were quite widespread as religious duties. 
Both sides of Victorian mentality are, as we have discussed, represented in the movie. 
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6.3 A BRIEF NOTE ON THE LACANIAN PERSPECTIVE 
 
Jacques Lacan was a French psychoanalyst who took his point of departure in Freudian concepts 
such as the unconscious, the ego and the process of identification. A brief resumé by Jonathan 
Culler from his book Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction follows (Jonathan Culler is a 
Professor of English at Cornell University and an important figure of the structuralist movement): 
Lacan’s account of what he calls the 'mirror stage' locates the beginnings of identity in the 
moment when the infant identifies with his of her image in the mirror, perceiving himself or 
herself as a whole, as what he or she wants to be. The self is constituted by what is reflected 
back: By a mirror, by the mother, and by others in social relations generally. 
(Jonathan Culler, 1997; 114) 
At some point in the movie Merrick is presented with a mirror, to which his reaction is to scream. 
What does he see? What goes through his mind? Is he hit by his misfortune of being ugly or is he 
confronted with his own notions of humanity and forced to acknowledge his own inhumanity? What 
self is constituted by his look in the mirror? And is Lacan right, that what you see, what ever is 
reflected, is what you become? Let us imagine that according to Merrick himself, a monster is what 
he sees – only based on his account of what a monster is. Now seeing his reflection in the mirror 
should turn him into what he sees. Does it? Does he become a monster? How is his identity 
established - through the eyes of others, as Lacan argues? How could he preserve reading and 
creativity skills if thinking of himself as inhuman and thus incapable of such actions? 
Even though people have insisted on regarding Merrick as a freak, as inhuman, has it made him 
think of himself as inhuman? Or has he kept an understanding of himself different from the one of 
the spectators? 
This is the perspective of Doctor Frederick Treves, as told in his account anuoted by Ashley 
Montagu: 
It would be reasonable to surmise that he would become a spiteful and malignant 
misantrope, swollen with venom and filled with hatred of his fellow-men, or, on the 
other hand, that he would degenerate into a despairing melancholic on the verge of 
idiocy. Merrick, however, was no such being […] He showed himself to be a gentle, 
affectionate and lovable creature […] free from any trace of cynicism or resentment, 
without a grievance and without an unkind word for anyone. 
(Frederick Treves in Montagu; 24) 
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It is clear to us that David Lynch agrees with the historical doctor Treves in taking the opposite 
position, claiming that within Merrick lies an essence, enabling him to preserve a soul, a humanity; 
a ‘refinement of heart’. He is not just an empty box filled with the reflexion of the mirror or the 
horror of the perceiver’s eye. In David Lynch’s movie The Elephant Man, John Merrick posses a 
soul; a core.  
 
6.4 A DISCUSSION OF THE UNCANNY AND THE EVENTUAL IMPORTANCE OF THE 
UNCANNY. 
 
There seems to be a simple connection between evil and ugliness/distortion/disfiguration. We are 
taught that goodness and beauty are closely related, as well as distortion and evil; think for instance 
of Beauty and the Beast, the beast being brutal and mean (at least in the beginning), and the beauty 
being mild and gentle, or think of the notion of monsters. Who ever heard of a beautiful monster, 
unless the monstrosity lies inside? Counterexamples to this perception (ugly = evil, beautiful = 
good) are very easy to provide of course - in fact our primary source is one such.  There seems to be 
a strong tendency to connect the hideous and the evil, though numerous examples prove this to be 
wrong. “The Elephant Man” also caused a feeling of horror or uncanniness, and we will try to look 
into the reasons for, and the attraction towards, scary elements.  
We refer to Sigmund Freud on this question of fear since he in the 1940s wrote an article on the 
uncanny, and in this essay-like article he discusses the reasons for fear.  
Freud analyzes all the forms of horror and also provides us with explanations of why we come to 
fear this exactly.  
We would like to consider this very famous Freudian account of the reason for something to be 
uncanny. Freud argues that the uncanny is not related to the unknown, which has been the general 
idea: 
this uncanny is indeed nothing new or unknown, but something which the mental life 
has been confident with right from the beginning, but which has, through the process 
of repression, become alienated.  
(Freud, 1998; 42) 
The uncanny is something we once knew but have repressed, and the re-emergence of it scares us. 
Does the Elephant Man hold features of something we once knew?  
Niels Otto Sten comments on the Freudian account of fear in the postscript to the Danish edition of 
 22
The Uncanny. In the following quote Niels Otto Sten argues that the uncanny is something 
homeless or excluded seeking a home, and this has an eye-catching connection to Joseph Merrick. 
Freud does not, as is usual, regard the uncanny as the unknown, the alienated which 
provokes anxiety. It is, on the other hand, Freud's point of departure that the uncanny 
is what was once known, that which has been too close. That which no longer is 
known and thereby has become homeless and therefore, once more, is looking for a 
home. When something, that has become homeless, makes itself felt we do not 
recognize it, we don't want to or cannot recognize it, we refuse it and make it 
homeless again, after which it reappears, but still more masked, still more uncanny.  5  
(Nils Otto Steen in Freud; 60) 
It is interesting to view the case of “The Elephant Man” in this light. We recognize Merrick’s 
human features: the deformity seems to cover something that could have been human, in Freud’s 
terms something we would once have recognized as human but now in fact are unable to recognize 
as truly human when it appears. Therefore we refuse him, we 'make him homeless', we isolate him 
outside of the term of normality, and whenever he appears, or 'makes himself felt', he scares us and 
we neglect him. We don't want him to enter his old home, 'humanity' or 'normality', because we no 
longer recognize him as being human or normal. He thus comes to represent an aspect of the 
uncanny which in itself is excluded because of the psychology of fear. In this case it does not make 
sense to speak of someone being guilty of his exclusion, since it lies in the way we handle fear to 
exclude whatever scares us.   
 
6.5  THE UNCANNY AS A SELF-HEALING PROCESS. 
 
In the postscript to the Danish edition of The Uncanny, the writer and philosopher Villy Sørensen is 
quoted: 
Imagination’s inclination towards the negative should not necessarily be perceived as 
an evidence of an evil inclination of a human being, but could just as well be regarded 
as a persistent humane will to liberate oneself from the evil. That which appeals to 
imagination is often that which cannot be accepted immediately, that which one – as it 
is called with a fine expression – cannot get past: imagination must repeatedly go back 
to the unredeemed, just like the well-meaning white corpuscles rush to the inflamed 
                                                 
5 All translations of Danish texts are made by us since English editions are not available.  
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place, and raise a monument, a dark memento. 
(Villy Sørensen in Freud: 79) 
Does the audience seek to heal a festering wound in its mind? Is it a self-healing process to relate 
and confront oneself with the uncanny? Is this why “The Elephant Man” is such an attraction in the 
freak show?  
The uncanny is also made a subject in the arts because within the uncanny often lies a 
possible key to a far greater self understanding… 
(Nils Otto Steen in Freud: 82) 
This is interesting. In this sense one could argue that viewing “The Elephant Man” offers an insight 
into oneself. The quote suggests that there is a huge importance to the uncanny and that the 
Elephant Man serves a certain purpose in the audience’ process of creating an identity, or even 
healing inner wounds. It seems natural to us to seek what we find uncanny to confront unsolved 
issues by facing them. “The Elephant Man” comes to represent an evil which he is not but looks 
like, and he becomes a tool of salvation or liberation of traumas.    
Here we would like to point out that within the thrill exists a quality, maybe the most 
consciousness-expanding and acknowledgement creating quality that exists. Once 
again we want to mention David Lynch’ TV-serial “Twin Peaks” and also Lars Von 
Trier’s “Riget” (Kingdom). Those two series are both clearly inspired by black 
Romanticism. They point out that the disruption is real, that it apparently covers a 
chaos of repressed stories. 
(69) 
Again, the positive effects of a good scare. These points of view serve to explain, one could argue, 
the repulsive showcasing (to the mob, the doctors and the cultural refined people) and their lack of 
respect for Joseph Merrick’s integrity and privacy. Maybe, what the audience share, (and in this 
case the ‘audience’ includes both the mob, the doctors, and the gentlemen/ladies) is a need to heal, 
acknowledge and liberate itself.  
Nils Otto Sten argues that there seems to be a press of emotions, especially in our time, which 
creates the need to be freed. And a way to freedom is through confronting the uncanny. This is what 
he says: 
It seems as if a large emotional pressure must be released, one could also imagine that 
the emotions have been repressed for too long and dominated by a stronger belief in 
the rational, the development of technology, and the still growing amount of 
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knowledge which we try to relate to. 
(69) 
This does not directly serve to explain the case of attraction to the historical Elephant Man, since 
the comment is linked to present time. But what the author suggests in general is that a suppression 
of emotions could lead to a need of confronting yourself with something that releases those 
emotions; for instance the dramatic meeting with an object that scares us. This suggests that one of 
the points of attending a freak show is to set free some pent-up emotions; all done in the hope of 
healing yourself and coming to terms with yourself and your traumas.  
Is this an excuse for excluding certain members of society, pleasing oneself with their ghastliness? 
We claim to know that, in the movie, Joseph Merrick was not represented as evil and did not posses 
psychopath features but still he is used as a representative for the uncanny; as a tool for liberation.   
 
The movie seems to implicate that applying a higher level of consciousness to the handling of fear 
is recommendable. David Lynch shows how the exclusion of a member of society to liberate our 
inner fear, however painful they may be, could be rather crucial. The movie seems to criticize a 
method which, though effective, causes distress and unhappiness within the object or ‘tool’ of 
liberation. However, in this discussion the importance of confronting uncanny or scary elements is 
underlined, since it is argued that the attraction towards such objects is not coincidental. David 
Lynch aims at showing how there is an unconscious tendency to give vent to some of our fears 
through the othering of others. This might show itself in the othering of people from other 
countries, other societies, other sexes or people holding extreme physical features such as Joseph 
Merrick.  
To achieve a higher level of consciousness of the matter, it would be necessary to recognize the fear 
or insecurity, and when the emotion is acknowledged or recognized then understand that people 
who are different from us are mere representations of our fears and not impersonated evil.  
 
7. CONCLUSION 
 
We have worked with the concept of otherness, and in this connection we have asked what 
normality is thought to be. We have presented a primary source which treats the concepts of 
otherness, and within the boundaries of the movie The Elephant Man we have explored how a 
community reacts to nonstandard elements. We have discussed a process where one entity seems to 
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distance itself from another, due to the fact that the other is perceived as different. We recognize 
this process as ‘the process of othering’. We have argued that in The Elephant Man we are 
presented with an example of how different layers of the community react to an abnormal being: an 
extreme other. An extreme other is someone who is not only different on the individual level, but 
differs from the group as a whole; we have argued that the process of othering happens on more 
than one level. There is the level where the individual separates itself from another individual, and 
there is the level where a community separates itself from one individual, which is the case of “The 
Elephant Man”. In this sense “The Elephant Man” is a double other. He is separated both on the 
individual level and on group basis.  
Additionally, we have considered the possible effects of a disfigured face or corpus within the 
viewer. The audience in the movie reacts with repulsion and fear. Taking this fear into 
consideration we have connected “The Elephant Man” with something perceived as uncanny. We 
have discussed how the uncanny seems to attract people. We have suggested that the confrontation 
with the uncanny might have a healing impact on the human mind. In this context we followed a 
trail supposing that the exposure of Merrick served a psychological purpose. In other words, we 
discussed whether the spectators’ othering of Merrick was a self-healing process. If this was the 
case, there might be an important aspect in their experience of fear. It might suggest that the 
audience is depending on the thrill and unconsciously seeks the possibility to ‘other’ another. 
Why is this thrill not openly acknowledged? 
We considered the fact that “The Elephant Man” can be perceived as an object of fetishism. Society 
is attracted by him because of his being different, and watches him to satisfy unconscious needs. 
We argue that the practice in question here is that of disavowal: behaving in a certain way to cover 
a hidden belief. His evident abnormality gives the community at large an excuse to expel him in 
order to maintain its identity whole. Additionally, it opens a possibility to condescend to him to 
maintain his status as ‘the other’.  
This is important because the process portrayed in the movie results in the exclusion of Merrick. He 
is excluded from the definition of normality, and in this way he will never qualify as an equal 
human being. Even though he might be accepted, he will never be an equivalent but always 
different, always ‘the other’.  
Is there a problem in inequality? 
As portrayed in the movie, the problem of this inequality is that Merrick never gets a chance to live 
a normal life. It will be very difficult, if not impossible, for him to live a life as any other member of 
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society. Thus the problem is that his rights as a member of the group are decreased. In the end of the 
movie, “The Elephant Man” puts an end to his own life. This action we connect to the fact that his 
status as a human being is uneven. According to the movie we can therefore conclude that othering 
someone gives  us a justification to diminish that person’s rights. Whether this is a morally 
defendable act remains an unanswered question. 
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SUMMARY 
 
ITALIAN 
Questo progetto intende esplorare la nozione di “alterità” e “differenza” e la nostra percezione 
dell’altro come presentata dalla nostra fonte primaria, il film The Elephant Man (“L’uomo 
elefante”) (1980), diretto da David Lynch. The Elephant Man è liberamente tratto dalla storia di 
Joseph Merrick (1862-1890), conosciuto come “The Elephant Man” perché ritenuto affetto da 
elefantiasi, una malattia caratterizzata dall’ispessimento della pelle e dei tessuti sottostanti. La 
deformità di “The Elephant Man” lo separa dal resto della comunità, rendendolo soggetto a 
meccanismi di autodifesa da parte della psiche collettiva e percepito come “diverso” e “anormale”. 
Il progetto si basa sul concetto di normalità come regola generale creata dal consenso della 
comunità, e di anormalità come ciò che non rientra nei termini stabiliti. In un’ottica 
poststrutturalista, le opposizioni binarie sono analizzate come composte da due caratteri opposti, di 
cui uno sembra dominare l’altro, ma che in realtà sono interdipendenti. Consideriamo quindi come 
l’anormale costituisce il normale, ed è infatti talmente necessario da essere indispensabile per la 
definizione della norma. 
 
DANSK 
Dette projekt har til hensigt at udforske begrebet “andenhed”, og hvordan vi opfatter andre; dem 
som er anderledes end os selv, som det fremstilles i vores primær kilde, et stykke fiktion. Vi 
arbejder ligeledes med begrebet ”normalitet”: hvad betragtes som værende normalt, og lige så 
vigtigt, hvad betragtes som værende abnormalt? Indenfor poststrukturalisme anses binære 
modsætninger for at være en enhed bestående af gensidigt afhængige modsætninger. I denne 
sammenhæng diskuterer vi, hvordan abnormalitetet er med til at konstituere det normale eller 
overnikøbet definere det. 
Vi tager udgangspunkt i David Lynch’s film The Elephant Man. Filmen er løst baseret på den 
faktuelle historie om Joseph Merrick (1862-1890) som blev kendt som Elefantmanden. Han blev 
anset for at lide af elefantiasis: en sygdom der fik dele af ham til at svulme op. (Senere er andre og 
mere præcise diagnoser blevet stillet.) Projektet har altså til hensigt at undersøge hvorfor og 
hvordan ”Elefantmanden” blev opfattet som abnormal og anderledes. 
 
